Encouraging feedback
As a starting point, Pott warns against using end-of-year reviews as a one-off chance to inform employees about their strengths and weaknesses. It is important not to "save up all the times that someone has disappointed you throughout the year, and deliver it to them in a box with a bow at their performance appraisal". "People go in there believing they've done a good job because they haven't had any negative feedback throughout the year and then they are shocked when they are told 'you didn't do this or you've upset me here' ... It's the ultimate downer."
Managing performance appraisals has been a learning curve for Swaab. About a decade ago, Pott says the firm was relatively poor at the process, with one young lawyer describing it as the worst experience of their life. The system has gone through iterations over the years, including an early phase when the performance reviews were very complex and required many managers or partners to sit in on the discussions; moving to a lighter touch when no human resources person sat in on interviews at all; and
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Pott says the current system is working well, but she still frequently reminds her partners and lawyers about the importance of giving and receiving feedback. The distinction is vital: while reviews often revolve around the firm discussing the employee's performance, it is equally important for the firm to hear about positives and negatives from staff.
"You have to treat feedback like a gift because that's what it is," Pott says.
"If someone's taken the trouble to give you feedback, you should accept it with good grace at first instance at least. It's a bit like that really horrible jumper your mother knitted you for Christmas. You don't throw it back, effectively saying you don't like it -you say thank you very much and make a decision later about what to do with it. But keep the lines of communication open all the time."
Staying engaged
At Maddocks, one of Australia's top 20 law firms, Director of People and Culture Liz Ryan says performance appraisals are not always enjoyable, and she agrees that managing performance should be an ongoing process, not something that is relegated to once or twice a year.
"We know with knowledge workers nowadays that it's really about the discretionary effort that they're going to give in relation to their performance," she says. "How the partners engage with these people is going to really make a difference to their performance." Ryan says people do not deliberately come to the workplace to underperform every day -in fact, quite the reverse. "And so getting the best out of people is really about our ability to engage a very intelligent workforce. To get the best out of people it's about the day to day and how people are engaged in the workplace."
In a sophisticated organisation, a culture where people are free to express views at any time will help them deliver their best. "Managing performance really stems back to the culture of the business and people having time to provide feedback on a day-to-day basis," Ryan says. All the same, performance reviews can still be helpful in allowing people to better manage their careers. "Therefore, apart from the day-to-day communication you still need to have a more structured meeting around people's careers and letting them know where they're heading," Ryan suggests. "The big thing to avoid is giving people surprises if you're going to call them into a meeting in relation to their performance -and certainly if people haven't performed to the level they need to, then they should be getting that feedback immediately."
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Ryan urges firms to ensure performance appraisals are scheduled, made a priority and held in a nonthreatening environment, with appropriate follow-up systems in place. At Maddocks, employees can start the appraisal dialogue through a form, "but it's really more about the conversation than the form".
"I hope that we have moved to a situation where people are getting that ongoing feedback and are given an opportunity to improve on any concerns so that when we do have these annual performance appraisals it gives them a much more positive situation," Ryan says. "Having said that, we certainly review our forms each year. You still have to have some sort of documentation and we do a debrief every year with practice team leaders and some of our lawyers to get feedback on whether they think the forms have really met the intent."
Going online
At Swaab, the online SkillsScorecard system has been in operation for three years. Pott says she is a fan of the system developed by lawyers for the legal profession because it is a consistent, paperless and secure system. Employees fill out their own section on key performance areas; then it goes to the HR manager or system supervisor; then to a supervisor and any invited contributors for comment; before returning to the HR manager to ensure there is nothing offensive and the ratings are consistent with the feedback recorded.
All responses are released to the employee about a week before their performance review meeting, "so there shouldn't be any surprises in the meeting". "There are lots of ways to conduct appraisals, and particularly lots of ways to diffuse apprehension and fear -for supervisors, managers and staff alike," Pott says. "Well prepared and conducted performance appraisals provide unique opportunities to help appraisees and supervisors and managers improve and develop, which ultimately benefits the organisation. Just like any other process, if performance appraisals are not working, don't blame the process; ask whether it is being properly trained, explained, agreed and conducted."
Tips for successful performance reviews Swaab Attorneys recommends the following steps to ensure performance appraisals run smoothly:
 Prepare -all materials, notes, agreed tasks and records of performance achievements, incidents and reports -anything pertaining to performance and achievement -and also include the previous performance appraisal document and current job description. A good appraisal form will
